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The Mahiabhirata is admittedly the long-
est, and perhaps the greatest, epic poem in
any language. According to its reputed
author, it was intended to be a treatise on
life itself, embracing religion and ethics,
polity and government, philosophy and the
pursuit of salvation The shortest recension

of the Sanskrit version consists of some
88,000 verses.

The main narrative, however, is the story
of the rivalry between the cousins, the
Pandavas and the Kauravas, which culmi-
nates in the great battle of Kuruksetra.
Chakravarthi V. Narasimhan here presents
a prose translation of the verses dealing
with this theme.

From their boyhood days, the Kaurava
brothers and the five Pandava brothers vie
with each other. Duryodhana, of the Kau-
ravas, attempts to cause the death of his
cousins, but fails. Later, when the Pap-
davas have built a splendid palace and held
a great sacrifice to celebrate the coronation
of Yudhisthira as their king, the jealous
Duryodhana, on the advice of his uncle,
challenges the Pandavas to games of dice.
As a result, the losing Pandavas must
spend twelve years in exile and another
year living incognito. At the end of this
period the Pandavas attempt to reclaim
their lost kingdom by peaceful means.
When these fail, the Pindavas and Kaura-
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vas meet in battle on the historic plain of
Kuruksetra. After eighteen days of fight-
ing, only Duryodhana, of the Kauravas, is
still alive, and he is then slain in single
combat. A midnight massacre by support-
ers of Duryodhana reduces the surviving
Pandava forces to the five brothers, Lord
Krsna who in mortal form has been their
ally, and Satyaki, one of his kinsmen.

Some forty years later Lord Krsna choos-
es to leave the world, and the Pandavas
too decide to conclude their earthly exist-
ence. In Heaven, at last, the Pandavas and
the Kauravas are reconciled.

From palace to forest, from council
chamber to battlefield, the story moves in
a series of scenes peopled by heroes whose
frailties are revealed along with their great-
ness. The concluding battle, which begins
with agreements on a code of fair fighting,
mounts to an intensity in which this code
is forgotten. In spite of its many episodes
of weakness, violence, and revenge, how-
ever, peace and reconciliation are the es-
sential theme of the epic. Mr. Narasim-
han’s version of the central narrative of the
Mahabharata makes available to the West-
ern reader its universal lesson:

“Inall cases, war is evil. Who that
strikes is not struck in return? Victory and
defeat, O Krsna, are the same to one who
is killed. Defeat is not very much better
than death, I think; but he whose side

gains victory also surely suffers some loss.”

Mr. Narasimhan has provided a glossary
of persons, places, and transliterated San-
skrit words, as well as five genealogical
tables which show the relationship of the
Kauravas and the Pandavas. He has also
furnished an index of chapters and verses
correlated to the original Sanskrit text.
Chakravarthi V. Narasimhan is Under-
Secretary for General Assembly Affairs
and Chef de Cabinet to the Secretary-
General of the United Nations.

This volume has been prepared for the
Columbia College Program of Translations
from the Oriental Classics.
Number LXXI of the Records of Civiliza-
tion: Sources and Studies




TRANSLATIONS FROM THE ORIENTAL CLASSICS
PREPARED FOR THE COLUMBIA COLLEGE PROGRAM

WM. THEODORE DE BARY, EDITOR

Major Plays of Chikamatsu, tr. Donald Keene

Records of the Grand Historian of China, translated from the Shih chi
of Ssu-ma Ch’ien, tr. Burton Watson 2 vols.

Instructions for Practical Living and Other Neo-Confucian Writings
by Wang Yang-ming, tr. Wing-tsit Chan

The Mahabharata, tr. Chakravarthi V. Narasimhan

The Manyoshi, Nippon Gakujutsu Shinkokai edition

Su Tung-p’o: Selections from a Sung Dynasty Poet, tr. Burton Watson

IN PAPERBACK EDITIONS ONLY

Hsiin Tzu: Basic Writings, tr. Burton Watson

Mo Tzu: Basic Writings, tr. Burton Watson

Han Fei Tzu: Basic Writings, tr. Burton Watson
Chuang Tzu: Basic Writings, tr. Burton Watson
Four Major Plays of Chikamatsu, tr. Donald Keene

RELATED PUBLICATIONS OF THE COMMITTEE ON ORIENTAL STUDIES

Introduction to Oriental Civilizations, ed. Wm. Theodore de Bary
Sources of Japanese Tradition 1958 Paperback ed., 2 vols.

Sources of Indian Tradition 1958 Paperback ed., 2 vols.
Sources of Chinese Tradition 1960 Paperback ed., 2 vols.
Approaches to the Oriental Classics, ed. Wm. Theodore de Bary

Early Chinese Literature, by Burton Watson

Approaches to Asian Civilizations, ed. Wm. Theodore de Bary and
Ainslie T. Embree

A Guide to Oriental Classics, ed. Wm. Theodore de Bary and Ainslie
T. Embree

OTHER BOOKS OF INTEREST TO THE STUDENT
OF ORIENTAL HISTORY AND LITERATURE

Ssu-ma Ch'ien: Grand Historian of China, by Burton Watson

The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons, by Liu Hsieh,
tr. Vincent Yuchung Shih

The Taiheiki, tr. Helen C. McCullough
The Founding of the Kamakura Shogunate, by Minoru Shinoda
Research in Japanese Sources: A Guide, by Herschel Webb

Columbia University Press
New- York and London




